I ntegrating disability management strategies into the corporate planning process can ensure achievement of significant decreases to the human and financial cost of workers' compensation, sick leave or short term disability, and long term disability (Curtis, 2003) . The data clearly demonstrate the staggering cost of absence and disability to corporations throughout North America exceeds billions of dollars each year (Boden, 200 I; Gatchel, 2003) . This article demonstrates how employers focused on delivering business goals can ensure that employee promises are kept through integrating disability management into the strategic planning.
Today's employers go to considerable lengths to attract and retain talent by promising a position and work environment that is engaging and satisfying. A satisfying or engaging work environment may include opportunity, attractive performance based compensation, a commitment to employee wellness, empowered decision making, and effective leadership. Evidence is building that fulfilling these promises matters (Rucci, 2000) . The proposition is: Employers, as part of the strategic planning process, need to incorporate elements to enable them to live up to their promises. The commitment to keeping the employee promise, and disability management's fit into the promise, must begin in the strategic planning process with the senior levels of an organization.
THE EMPLOYEE PROMISE
One essential element of the employee promise is continuing to demonstrate the company cares about each 
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employee. It has been clearly concluded that work is central to an individual's life (Harder, 2003; Shrey, 1995) . The absence of work is problematic. Work provides more than a task, it provides meaning. Individuals are proud of their accomplishments at work. The feeling of pride and being valued in one's work environment translates into the feeling of engagement (Acton, 1981) . Employees who believe in the company and feel promises are kept will execute the company's mission, values, and goals with a high degree of enthusiasm. They will do what is required to convey a positive impression of the company internally and externally.
A company's primary objective is to deliver to its customers in a manner that will make and keep them happy and therefore keep revenues flowing into the organization. If employees become ill or injured, they are unable to assist in delivering to customers, which reduces productivity. As a result, the generation of company revenue is decreased. Further, this outcome is exacerbated if employees are treated poorly or ignored during illness or injury. It can leave employees feeling the company's initial employment promises have been broken and forgotten.
On the other hand, employees who have positive experiences with companies will remain engaged and consequently attract and retain more customers. Rucci (2000) demonstrated that employee engagement has been directly correlated with customer loyalty and a company's bottom line. Employees who convey a positive attitude about the company assist with the delivery of services to the customer and contribute positively to keeping the customer happy.
Consider the way one interacts with customer service workers. Did they convey a positive impression of the company? Did this impression impact the decision to purchase from that company? Typically, employees who feel fairly treated and valued by the company will treat customers fairly and with corporate values in mind 
Performance
Targets Including:
How strategic planning, value propositions, promises, employee engagement, customer loyalty, and profitability Interact to achieve business obJectives. (Abbreviations: EBITDA = Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization; DMIRTW= Disability ManagementlRetum to Work). (Rucci, 2000) . How employees feel the company treats them when they are disabled or how they know they will be treated if they become disabled can have a direct impact on how they will portray the company.
DISABILITY MANAGEMENT AND THE STRATEGIC PLAN
A Healthy Organization
The desire of companies to create a work environment that motivates employees to consistently meet customer expectations should prompt employers to incorporate integrated disability management into strategic planning as part of creating a healthy organization. A healthy organization influences employee engagement, which is correlated with customer loyalty, which in tum increases corporate profitability (Rucci, 2000) . Employee engagement is a compelling reason to integrate disability management into strategic planning.
In addition, the documented savings from the implementation of an effective disability management strategy are compelling (Boden, 200 I) . Disability management programs show at least 10% to 50% savings in lost days and the resultant costs (Boden, 200 I; Fletcher, 2003; Gatchel, 2003) . The business case for disability management is significant enough to convince senior management of the necessity for integration into the strategic plan (Curtis, 2003) .
To formulate this business case, the costs of all disability benefits should be summarized and the benefits of a positive program articulated. The cost-benefit equation is consistently positive as shown in Boden (2001) , Curtis (2003) , Fletcher (2003), and Gatchel (2003) . Disability management initiatives can have a very positive outcome on a company's bottom line.
After disability management is in the strategic plan, the design of the program must encompass the key success strategies in the disability management field. These need to be developed and entrenched into the policy and procedure of the corporation. Disability management becomes one of the enablers of the employee promise,
Strategic Planning Model
The authors have designed a model to demonstrate how disability management can line up with the company goals and objectives expressed in a company's strategic plan (see Figure) . The only means of delivering on a company's customer commitment is through its employees. As part of ensuring employees can deliver on the commitment, employee disability management must be aligned directly with the strategic goals.
In the model, when following the chart across and down the relationship ofdisability management to human resources then to the company goals and objectives, it shows a clear pattern. The goal of the corporation is to exceed customer expectations. The human resources strategy is to exceed customer expectations through ensuring employee engagement and commitment to the vision of the company. The disability management com-ponent assists employees to maintain optimal health and function to deliver customer expectations.
Another essential component of any strategic plan is establishing policies and procedures to make certain each strategic goal is executed well throughout the corporation. The formulation of policies and procedures ensures the company has a consistent approach to the customer. These standard operating guidelines assure the execution of programs.
The policies and procedures help entrench the program into the organization. Managers or program champions can come and go, but the program will stay. It also provides solid guidelines for the handling of disability situations, outlines expectations of the company, and articulates the goals to the employee. The disability management component of the model reflects the formal development of the disability management program to ensure practices become part of the social fabric of the organization.
The final row of the strategic planning model is measurement. In looking at best practice literature, the key components of disability management programs include planning, claims initiation and management, return to work, and measuring of results. Corporations drive their business based on results (Bygrave, 1997; Scott, 2002) . These are all important in the resolution of a disability.
All corporations have specific and measurable goals used to determine how successfully they are driving the business and achieving business objectives. Thus, it is essential to ensure the outcomes and contributions of disability management are measured adequately against predetermined indicators established through the strategic planning process.
CLAIM INITIATION AND MANAGEMENT
The creation of "Day One" reporting for all absences is essential. It sets the employee's as well as the employer's expectation of return to work from the start. Of course, it is not enough just to report and monitor; there must be an element of management for these absences.
In absences exceeding 3 to 5 days, the adjudication decision needs to be strong and based on sufficient objective medical evidence. It needs to strip away all internal issues and concentrate on why the employee is absent from the workplace. If an individual is truly disabled, he or she wants to get better, making disability management strategies an important employee benefit.
Studies from the beginning of the disability management era found that even casual contact with the employee decreases absence by 30% (Bigos, 1991) . Of course, disability management has grown in sophistication, but the underlying principle of maintaining the work connection has not changed (Cole, 2002; Gatchel, 2003; Krause, 200 I) . The impact of maintaining the workplace connection between the employee and employer should not be underestimated.
When employees become absent, there is a clear necessity to identify the true nature of the disability and determine how it can be resolved. When employees are off on claim it is important to ensure they get the right treatment. This can increase the likelihood of prompt 300 recovery (Fletcher, 2003) . It is difficult for employees to advocate for themselves in a compromised health state. Occupational health nurses can assist in making certain employees are receiving appropriate care.
The predominant focus on return to work is a positive shift, but it is also important that employees' health care needs are addressed to ensure the return to work is sustainable. Employers can assist in facilitating treatment through an effective goal directed disability management approach (Green-Mckenzie, 2002) .
RETURN TO WORK
Recalling the premise of the employee promise is that everyone has contributions to make to their company. When developing a return to work plan, the available literature clearly supports establishing early individual plans for return to work (Wassel, 2002) . The likelihood of returning to work dramatically decreases with the passage of time (Shrey, 1995) . The number of lost workdays can be significantly reduced with the use of modified, alternate, or transitional duty programs (Krause, 1998) . The longer employees are away from work, the more disengaged they become from the business and the less likely they are to successfully return to work (Gates, 2000) .
Return to work is not as simple as handing an employee any real or created modified or alternate work assignment. Effective return to work programs require a solid goal directed plan to return employees to a regular job within the organization (Horstman, 2000) . Unfortunately, many employers and employees have fallen into the wrong process for return to work. Some of the misguided return to work initiatives are driven by advent of return to work legislation such as the Americans With Disabilities Act and the Canadian Human Rights Code (ADA, 2004; Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2004) .
Employers believe they have to return individuals to work and do not necessarily consider the long term outcomes for modified workers. It is a necessity of an effective program to focus on transitional and temporary modified work during the employee's rehabilitation and recovery. In studies examining modified return to work, it is clear that return to work plans need to be well designed and outcome driven (McGill, 2004) .
Transitional (meaning temporary) work return services are an essential component of employer based disability management programs (Olsheski, 2002) . In situations where no return to regular work will occur, permanent accommodation should be explored. When employees return to work on a temporary basis but get "stuck" in modified duties, they may never return to regular duties (Baril, 2003; Gates, 2000) and will never return to the pre-disability level of contribution to the company.
ANALYSIS OF RESULTS
Like any other corporate strategy, initiative, or tactic, the disability management program must measure outcomes and results. Corporations cascade the strategic plan into goals and objectives, with each department responsible for actual activities. It is common to expect cost savings from the disability management program
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Integrating Disability Management Into Strategic Plans
Creating Healthy Organizations Curtis, J., &Scott, LB. AAOHN Journal 2004; 52 (7), 298-301. (Wassel, 2002) . When considering ways to ensure results, companies can make sure targets are embedded into individual performance management plans for the senior leaders in the company.
When analyzing results, the cost benefit/cost avoidance equation is as compelling as the cost reduction equation. Employers often see an initial savings, and then a leveling off occurs. It should be reinforced and realized the costs could increase again as soon as the focus is removed from the area. This is an analysis challenge for the disability management professionals to focus on continuing to demonstrate cost benefit of services after the initial cost savings have been realized.
CONCLUSION
Integrating disability management into a company's strategic plan is a solid and cost effective means of enabling employee engagement, meeting corporate priorities relative to its customers, and improving the bottom line. Occupational health nurses acting as the disability management professional and change agent can influence all of these drivers of corporate success. In the end, it makes the disability management professional a true contributor to the company's overall health, profitability, and success as well as improving the well being of individual employees. Who could ask for more? 1 3
The integration of disability management into the strategic planning of a corporation ensures a work environment is created that motivates employees to consistently meet customer expectations.
The business case for disability management including effective return to work programs clearly supports program implementation to enhance employee engagement. delivery of corporate priorities. and improvement to the company's bottom line.
